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In March of 2003, the French Ministry of Justice launched a television advertising campaign aimed at furbishing the image of the country's correctional administration and thereby attracting the 10,000-odd guards who must be hastily recruited to meet the programmed explosion of the country's carceral population. Three months later, the numbers under lock and key passed the 60,000 mark for 48,000 beds, the highest figure posted since the end of German occupation during World War II. Insalubrity, dilapidation, overcrowding pushed to the point of paroxysm, catastrophic hygiene, severe staff shortages and flagrant failings of job training and work programmes debasing the goal of 'reintegration' to the rank of slogan as hollow as it is cruel, congestion of visiting rooms, multiplication of protest movements by convicts, and the relentless rise of serious incidents of violence and suicides (their rate doubled in 20 years to claim the European record) were the object of unanimous complaints by the guards and magistrates unions, the national bar association (Conseil national des Barreaux), human rights organisations, the families of inmates, and penal activists and researchers. 2000 on the presumption of innocence, whose application has been endlessly postponed in violation of the country's engagements before the Council of Europe (this right, established in 1968 and confirmed in 1975 , is supposed to allow for the individualisation of penal sanctions, but it has never been respected by the correctional administration). This report echoed those produced at the beginning of 2000 by three commissions of inquiry mandated by the National Assembly, the Senate, and the Minister of Justice, all of which denounced the drift of the French correctional system towards a 'skid row' prison ('une prison cour des miracles'), wherein 'penal arbitrariness' and 'the law of the stronger' reignthe senators went so far as to speak unanimously of a 'humiliation for the Republic'.
3 Yet one month later Justice Minister Perben smugly brushed aside the criticisms of the European jurists, asserting that France simply suffers from a delay in the construction of new penitentiaries, which it is working overtime to make up. And he promptly added that, with 98 inmates per 100,000 inhabitants, France has ample room for increase, since other European countries post incarceration rates at least a third higher. 4 This is because the government of Jean-Pierre Raffarin has -after that of his left-wing predecessor Lionel Jospin -made policing zeal and penal severity into a major electoral theme, nay a political dogma. The result is that, in the two years following Chirac's re-election, the population behind bars rose by some 13,000 detainees and convicts to reach 64,813 in mid-2004. Increasing resources and intensifying actions by the forces of order in 'sensitive zones'; putting bureaucratic and political pressure upon judges to stiffen sentences and speed up procedures (a third of those committed to detention now come from summary proceedings involving no police inquiry and no possibility for bringing exculpatory witnesses and evidence called 'comparutions immédiates', as against only one-quarter a decade earlier); the general expansion of recourse to custody and upward translation of the scale of sanctions; the hardening of dispositions leading to remand detention, now extended to youths between 13 and 16 for simple misdemeanors; the rolling back of intermediate sanctions and sentence relief measures; the decline of parole, probation, and placement in halfway houses: all these measures converge to swell the stock behind bars. If the country were to continue on this trend, it would double its carceral stock in less than five years, twice as fast as the US at the height of the carceral bulimia of the 1980s that made it the world leader in penal confinement (with 710 detainees per 100,000 inhabitants in 2004).
5 Fascinated by the rapid deployment of novel digital technologies for crime control in the US and the UK,
